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Why the Retail Environment Matters 
(and how to learn more about it)



About Counter Tools

• Client-services & education 

501(c)(3)

• Launched June 28, 2012

• Team of 17

• Startup of UNC Chapel Hill

• Based in Carrboro, NC

• Funded by contracts and 

grants

• CounterTobacco.org



Our mission is to 
promote public health 

equity by providing 
technology tools, 

training, and technical 
assistance to our local, 

state and national 
partners who are 

enacting, enforcing and 
evaluating evidence-

based policy, systems and 
environmental 

interventions to advance 
place based public 

health. 
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Where We Work



Captures Retailer Content
(e.g. do retailers sell flavored products?
What is the cost of Blu e-cigs in my area)

Captures the Retailer Landscape
(e.g. What is the retailer density in my county?)

Local Data for Social Change

Store Audit Center© Store Mapper©



Complement to Free 
CounterTobacco.org Resources

www.CounterTobacco.org
• Established August, 2011

• Free information and resource 

warehouse for POS tobacco control

• A project of Counter Tools, funded by 

CDC OSH and ChangeLab Solutions

www.CounterTools.org
• Established June, 2012

• Provides enhanced software tools 

and technical assistance for 

surveillance, evaluation, 

policy/systems/environmental 

change

• Nonprofit organization

• Funded by contracts/training fees



In this session

1. Why does the retail environment matter 
for health?

2. What are retailer assessments and why 
should we do them?

3. The Standardized Tobacco Assessment 
for Retail Settings (STARS)



Why does the retail environment matter 
for health?



Let’s define the “retail environment” 
or “point of sale”



1. Industry 
marketing 
spending

2. Youth tobacco 
use initiation

3. Quit attempts 
more difficult

4. Density and 
proximity

4 Reasons Why POS Matters



4 Reasons Point of Sale Matters

1. Industry Marketing Spending



The 4 P’s of Marketing

1. Product

2. Placement

3. Price

4. Promotion



Retail is the tobacco industry’s lead 
marketing channel

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

Cigarettes Smokeless

A
d

ve
rt

is
in

g 
an

d
 P

ro
m

o
ti

o
n

al
 S

p
e

n
d

in
g 

(A
n

n
u

al
 

-
B

ill
io

n
s 

$
U

SD
)

$8.2 Billion/year on 

cigarette and smokeless 

advertising & promotions 

in the retail environment 

(POS)

POS

POS

Tobacco Industry Spending in the Retail Environment

Federal Trade Commission Reports on Cigarettes and Smokeless Tobacco Sales and Marketing Expenditures in 

2014. 



Spending breakdown

Price discounts and 

promotional 

allowances (paid to 

retailers)

POS Advertisements 

(Signs, functional 

items, displays, 

shelving units)

Coupons

$6.1 Billion/YR $271.1 Million/YR

$562 Million/YR

Federal Trade Commission Cigarette and SmokelessReports for 2014



What are they spending it on at the Point of Sale?

The retail store is where tobacco enters 
your community!

Federal Trade Commission Cigarette and Smokeless Reports, 2014



4 Reasons Point of Sale Matters

2. Youth Tobacco Use Initiation



Kids are frequent c-store shoppers

• 2011-12 nationally 

representative sample of 

13-16 year olds: Almost 

half (48%) visit at least 

once a week1

• C-stores have more 

tobacco marketing 

materials than other 

store types2-5

1. Sanders-Jackson, et al., 2015; 2. Feighery, et al., 2008; 3. Henriksen, et al., 2008; 4. Henriksen, et al.. 

2010; 5. SGR Report, 2012. 



Exterior Advertising



Exposure to in-store marketing linked 
to tobacco use initiation

Children and adolescents 

more frequently exposed to 

POS tobacco promotion have 

~1.6 times higher odds of  

having tried smoking and 

~1.3 times higher odds of 

being susceptible to future 

smoking compared to those 

less frequently exposed.

Robertson, et. al. Point-of-sale tobacco promotion and youth smoking: a meta-analysis. Tobacco Control, 2016



A Longitudinal Study of Exposure to Retail 
Cigarette Advertising and Smoking Initiation

• First study to longitudinally 
assess relationship between 
exposure to tobacco 
advertising and smoking 
behavior 

• 29% smoking initiation among 
those who visited retail stores 
at least twice a week vs. 9% 
smoking initiation among those 
who visited retail stores less 
than twice per month

• Exposure to tobacco 
advertising leads to initiation 

Henriksen, L., Schleicher, N. C., Feighery, E. C., & Fortmann, S. P. (2010). A 

longitudinal study of exposure to retail cigarette advertising and smoking 

initiation. Pediatrics, 126(2), 232-238





4 Reasons Point of Sale Matters

3. Quit Attempts More Difficult



Imagine trying to quit while driving in 
this neighborhood…



Exposure to retail marketing associated 
with impulse purchase

Slater, et al., 2007



4 Reasons Point of Sale Matters

4. Proximity and Density Double Whammy!



Proximity and Density:

Proximity

•A measure of the distance 
to nearest tobacco retailers 
in an area; 

•Measured in feet, miles or 
km; radial or network 
buffers

Density

•A measure of the 
concentration or clustering 
of tobacco retailers in an 
area; 

•Measured as number per 
1,000 population, e.g., 1.2 
retailers per 1,000 people



Close proximity associated with less 
long term quit success

Reitzel, et al., 2010, American Journal of Public Health



Higher density associated with 
initiation among US young adults

• 2013 nationally representative sample of 
young adults aged 18-34, merged with 2012 
US tobacco retailer list and home addresses

• Higher retailer density associated with 
higher likelihood of initiating cigarette use 
among 25-34 year olds (OR=3.75, 95% CI 
1.18, 11.90)

• Higher retailer density associated with 
higher likelihood of initiating non-cigarette 
combustible use among 18-24 year olds 
(OR=3.16, 95% CI 1.03, 9.74)

Cantrell, et al., 2015.



Higher density + proximity associated 
with higher school smoking prevalence

• California, 2008: Schools with higher numbers of tobacco retailers within 

walking distance have higher school smoking prevalence2

Photo credit: www.ccpcs.org

Henriksen, et al., 2008, Preventive Medicine; 



Retailers cluster in disadvantaged areas

Higher retailer density in

• communities with lower 

median household 

income1-3

• communities with higher 

percentage of African 

American1,2 or Latino 

families1

1. Schneider JE et al. Prev Sci, 2005. 2. Hyland, A, et al., AJPH, 2003 3. Loomis, BR, et al, 
Public Health, 2013



1. Industry 
marketing 
spending

2. Youth tobacco 
use initiation

3. Quit attempts 
more difficult

4. Density and 
proximity

Review:
4 Reasons POS Matters



What are retailer assessments and why should 
we do them?



Retailer Assessments

 Store type
 Exterior ads
 Availability of:

 All tobacco products
 Alcohol
 Flavored products
 Singles

 Pharmacy counter?
 Price of cheapest cigarette 

pack
 WIC/SNAP
 Advertised <$1
 Price promotions



Collect High Quality Local Data



Engage Youth & Community Members



Identify Disparities



Document Industry Targeting



placement



price promotions



Identify Policy Change Priorities

http://cphss.wustl.edu/NewsAndEvents/Pages/POS-Tobacco-Control-Guide.aspx



Educate Policymakers



Evaluate Change



The Standardized Tobacco Assessment 
for Retail Settings (STARS)



Standardized Tobacco Assessment for 
Retail Settings (STARS)



A closer look…



A closer look…



A closer look…



A closer look…



STARS Resources
Download at CounterTobacco.org: 

bit.do/STARSresources



Review



Why POS Matters: 1. Collecting high quality local data
2. Engaging youth & community 

members
3. Identifying disparities
4. Documenting industry targeting
5. Identifying policy change 

priorities
6. Educating policymakers
7. Evaluating change

1. Industry spending 
($1M/hour!)

2. Youth initiation

1. Quit attempts 
more difficult

1. Density & 
proximity

Resource:
Standardized Tobacco Assessment 

for Retail Settings (STARS)

Store assessments are great for:
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Thank you!


